helmet, I don't remember which it was.
We were both sick to our stomachs. It was opening day! And we were in a bar watching it happen. To make a long story short, I connected on a fastball and sent it sailing over the center fielder's head. This was in the days before outfield fences and it must have roUed a mile. As I said I was sort of stocky and none too swift on the bases. By the time I was around second the center fielder had caught up with the baU. Two or three relays and the ball and I were both heading for the plate. Now from the time I rounded second I had envisioned a great faUaway slide to the plate, barely evading the tag and saving the day for the Cubs. What hap pened was I stumbled about five feet from home, dropped to my knees, and dove head first and hand outstretched for the plate. The baU arrived at about the same time and the catcher hurriedly applied a tag at the first part of me he saw, my head. He broke my glasses, cut his hand, and dropped the baU. I had scored the winning run.
When I got home I had two badly skinned knees, bloody cuts on my nose and cheekbones, and a pair of broken glasses in my hand. My mother never al lowed me to play baseball again. It was a goy's game, and if they couldn't play it cleanly, I wasn't going to play it with them. And that's how I came to be an announcer instead of a right fielder. One week after the season was over he bought the rifle. He purchased it in a local sporting goods store. They knew him, the employees in the store, knew him as a figure in the sports world, and it was no surprise that he would be buying the most powerful rifle they had, equipped with a scope and a season's supply of sheUs. They even sold him a hunter's cap, a red woolen one, with Uttle furry flaps to cover his ears on cold days.
He had hngered long after the last game or two were over, savoring the stadium quiet, the sense of grandeur, of heroic batfles lost and won, that empty stadiums so often give. Do you know the feeling? Perhaps not.
The next to the last game had been a night game and after the crowd had left, not a large crowd since the Gothams were mired well down in the second division, and the big Ughts had been turned off, he went down and sat in the box seats. The only lights were those that shone in the exit runways, but they were enough to cause the outfield grass, worn from a season of play, to glow with a green lustre. Al Guard stayed late that night. The final game was a day game. A larger than average crowd had come to cheer as Spider SpineUa bowed out as a Gotham. He had responded with a home run and a double, and a sensational play in the field, before being Ufted in the seventh. The ovation was deafening, and the retiring shortstop stepped out of the dugout for one last wave of his cap before returning to the clubhouse for the last time. Rocky Davis had been on the mike in that last inning, and Al was reUeved that he hadn't been. Could he have mustered the enthusiasm the dramatic mo ment warranted? Maybe. He was a pro, too, you know.
He didn't stay as long after that game. The grass was much browner under the probing heat of the sun. The orange seats, which the night before had seemed to sparkle in the dim exit lights, were obviously faded. There was the same sense of emptiness, of quiet, but the paper cups and hot dog wrappers that Uttered the aisles allowed Al little feeling of nostalgia. He was as empty as the stadium, and as bitter as the stale bits of beer left in the paper cups. His eyes followed the emptiness of the stadium all the way up to the roof. He stared for a long time at the elaborate grillwork of girders and rafters. Per haps it was at that time that he made up his mind to do what he was going to do. It's hard to say. But one thing is clear: he never again returned to the stadium until tonight, one year to the day after he was fired.
So it aU, except the electronics books, of course, which were opening up a whole new world to him, but watching the steeplejacks was having a profound psycho logical effect on him. He began to understand, earthbound as he was was while he gazed up at them, the freedom that must be involved in moving around that far above the ground. More freedom, even, than the woods, which only gave a sense of freedom.
The announcer's booth had been elevated but he never felt free in it. It was an enclosure. An acquaintance had once remarked (back in the radio days before the contact lenses and the capped teeth) that he must feel rather Uke a god, since it lay within his power to tell the Ustener almost anything. He could say someone hit a home run when in reaUty he had just struck out. Al had tried to explain that it wouldn't change the fact of what had happened, and the man had finally nodded and said, "Yeah, I guess you could always read the paper the next day and find out what reaUy happened."
The real gods inhabited the struts and girders of unfinished buildings. He knew that now. They were above the world, immune to the kind of practical necessity that superoedes people Uke him and Johnny Gianucci. They were the world's only left-handed shortstops.
He was tempted once to find out where they ate their lunch and go sit near them. He wanted to hsten to them talk of high-altitude exploits, matter-of-factly, of course, as true heroes always do. But he sensed, perhaps, that that was just it.
They would be matter-of-fact.
They would no longer be heroic. He contented himself with watching them at a distance, in their natural habitat. Those months passed quickly for him. And then the past few weeks were spent busily preparing for tonight. He purchased a case in which he could inconspicuously carry his disassembled rifle. After searching around for awhile he was finaUy able to locate some climbing gear, most of which, besides the rope, was far less important functionaUy than it was psychologicaUy. One goes somewhere to climb, he needs the gear. And of course he purchased all the necessary electronic equipment?wiring, tape, cutters, mike, stuff like that. It added up to a great amount of weight and bulk, but in his present state of excitement he probably would have been able to carry a safe into the stadium today, and lift it the necessary distance besides.
Getting
into the stadium before dawn presented no obstacle to him. He knew every entrance and exit to the stadium by heart and how to get in or out at any time of the day or night. And by the time the sun had become visible over the left field bleachers he already had the pulley system rigged among the girders and was moving the equipment up to his rilanned perch just below the grandstand roof. It was hard work but he had to get everything up there before the groundskeepers arrived to give the field its daily once over, and he knew he'd have the entire day to rest once he was safely into his aerie.
By mid-morning everything was up and after taping it aU securely in place he spent the next hour or so relaxing and sipping coffee from a thermos. He then lowered himseU to the cable which ran from the booth to the P.A. system, and, surprising himself with the ease with which he handled it, he jacked himseU into the system. In a matter of minutes he had cut in, sp?ced, and taped it all neatly back up. Left-handed, of course. Not long after that the stadium began to stir. The groundskeepers, clad in a motley assortment of work clothes, rolled the tarp off the infield and began dragging the skin baselines and home plate area and mowing the grass. If they were caUed on to apply and remove the tarp during the game they would be wearing the royal blue Gotham jacket and cap, embossed with the famous white script "G." At that time they would be referred to as the "ground crew. By the time they started hitting a few fans had begun to arrive. Many of them youngsters who stationed themselves outside the fences in hopes of retriev ing a batting practice home run, they were, for the most part, the real fans. These were the fans Al had felt he was speaking to when he announced the Gotham games. Those who came early when they came, in order not just to see nine innings of a game, but the entire spectacle. They watched batting practice and infield driU with an expert's eye, wondering and trying in their minds to predict who would have a good night and who might "take the collar." There was some thing about the crack of a well-hit ball echoing in an empty ball park, and Al knew that these early fans shared the feeUng.
The Gothams were hitting now and occasionaUy one would go into the bleachers, bouncing around hollowly among the empty wooden seats before being descended upon by a gang of souvenir-hungry youngsters. Soon the visiting team would bat, and take infield. The Gothams would then take infield and the game would be almost underway. The players were beginning to blur the line markings and the ground crew would have to come out and re-apply them be fore the first pitch. Some felt it was a waste to do it twice, but the Gothams had always prided themselves on doing everything first class. The field should look in practice the way it looks in a game. It was worth a Uttle effort, they felt, and Al had always agreed. When the Gothams took infield Al noticed that after the regulars had had their turn there were a few minutes when the non-infielders had a try at it. This was as much a part of the ritual as batting practice or the regular infield driU. Catchers would work out at shortstop, pitchers at second, left-handers, right
